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Abstract 
The purpose of this research is to measure if the deployment of a connected learning 
environment at the library attracts adolescents to participate in it. The goal, however, is to gather 
data not only in regards to participation in the activities, but to discriminate if that involvement 
also affects other variables like young adults perception of the library, increasing number of 
visits, checking out materials, their interaction with staff, mentors, and peers, and sharing their 
learning experiences in other social contexts.  

Introduction 

We are witnessing how societies are transitioning to new paradigms. Notably, 
social groups are changing from hierarchical models to networked ones. We are in the era of -as 
Findlay calls it- “participatory cultures”(178). The rise of computing and the power of new 
communication and media technologies are transforming our expectations and the ways we 
interact with each other. These developments encourage participation by providing a space and a 
voice to minority groups that otherwise have been excluded of the public stage. Changes are, 
then, not from the top-down but from the bottom-up. Peer-to-peer networks are prevailing in 
many realms. We can see this from the rise [or “switch”, not sure if I got the intention of the 
sentence right] of social media to decentralized ledgers like blockchain.  

However, these transformations are not only occurring because of the power of 
technologies. Our current understanding of how we learn also encourages us to find new ways to 
interact with each other. We are not living the industrial-revolution era anymore, where 
traditional, structured, hierarchical education was imposed vertically to students. The twenty-first 
century requires a new set of competencies based on critical thinking and collaborative processes 
to solve complex problems.  

The current research on psychology and education show that expanding learning 
experiences with a platform to experiment, connect, and discuss provides far reaching results 
because it allows students to build their own understanding by engaging through their own 
genuine interests. From formal learning -which follows mandatory curricula- new approaches to 
education are transforming to include non-formal and informal projects to help children and 
young adults learn by self-directing themselves taking control of how, where, when, and with 
whom they learn. 

In order to make libraries relevant to young adults, the former have to shift from 
the top-down process of absorbing information to a more group-based interaction to promote 
connection and participation. For that matter, libraries find themselves in a privileged position 
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since this transformation encompasses their three natural spheres: information and education, 
community and social connection, and diversity and inclusion.  

Ito defined the term connected learning as the process “when a young person is 
able to pursue a personal interest or passion with the support of friends and caring adults, and is 
in turn able to link this learning and interest to academic achievement, career success or civic 
engagement”.  According to Ito connected learning is sustained by six main principles: 

1. Peer Supported 
2. Interest Powered 
3. Academically Oriented 
4. Production Centered 
5. Shared Purpose 
6. Openly Networked 

All these principles can be pursued within the library context. Developing 
programs that sustain those principles would allow libraries to facilitate learning and offer 
adolescents an outlet where they can engage with each other socially and collaboratively while 
exploring new ideas. 

Statement of the Problem 

Historically, libraries have been associated with books. Although this is still true, 
libraries are - or rather, should become- much more than that. Libraries stopped being only a 
repository of content to become a holistic hub of social transformation. Content is not only 
consumed at libraries, it can also be produced. However, it is important to explore the best way 
to attract the young-adult demographics, which has been alienated or perhaps misunderstood, as 
to what they need and expect from the library. Research conducted by Ito (2010) highlights the 
importance of HOMAGO (Hanging Out, Messing Around, Geeking Out) to capture teens 
attention and entice them to the library for blending activities that promote socializing and 
learning. Teens need to develop skills to compete in an increasingly competitive world. 
Innovation, creative thinking, problem solving, and digital literacy are necessary tools to success. 
For that matter, new educational approaches in schools and libraries may help young adults 
succeed in the workplace. 

Sin indicates that teenagers’ public library-use studies are rare. She also mentions 
other authors who affirm that “it is unclear exactly what percentage of the nation’s teens are 
public library users” (Sin, 230) YALSA reported in 2014 that adolescents have different 
priorities and live in different informational and learning ecosystems compared with the other 
demographic groups. Additionally, they use the libraries but they don’t report to like them so 
much (Agosto, 55) It is time for libraries to reinvent teen services to provide young adults with 
what they need in the format they require.  
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The purpose of this research is to measure if the deployment of a connected 
learning environment at the library attracts adolescents to participate in it. The goal, however, is 
to gather data not only in regards to participation in the activities, but to discriminate if that 
participation also affects other variables like their perception of the library, increasing number of 
visits, checking out materials, their interaction with staff, mentors, and peers, and sharing their 
learning experiences in other social contexts. Maul affirms that “there is need for quantitative 
measures measures of young people’s experiences of technology-supported and interested-
related learning opportunities that could be used for purposes of research and evaluation across 
different types of educational programs”(3) 

In short, the main question this study seeks to answer is if library activities that 
are based on connected learning theory attract and increase participation of teenagers. We’ll 
measure these parameters by comparing the number of visitors, the frequency of those visits, and 
the materials checked out before and 6 months after the programs started.  

At the same time, considering the possibility of an increase in their participation, 
the study is looking to determine whether the connected learning activities improve young 
adults’ perception of the library and make them proactively invite others to participate. These 
objectives will be covered by following the library social media and collecting answers from 
surveys and interviews. The secondary data that will be collected would allow create a broader 
picture of the social interactions of the subjects with other peers, library staff, and school 
personnel. 

Literature Review 

There has been a growing concern that children between the ages of 12 and 18 are 
not a frequent reader group. Not in the traditional way, at least. Other forms of learning and 
entertainment are more engaging and interesting for adolescents nowadays. The pervasive 
presence of the Internet and social media has distanced the group from common activities at the 
libraries, which are still, at a high degree, seen as book repositories. Most teens use libraries for 
doing homework or access the Internet. According to a research by Meyers in 1999, young adults 
thought of public libraries as “uncool” places. Authors like Bishop (2002) reflect on the need to 
attract teenagers to libraries with, for instance, teens advisory boards. A lot has changed since 
then, but still it has been reported by Adorno (2007) teens kept coming to the library mainly for 
their school homework. Their use of the library is mainly for information purposes to do their 
school assignments and access to computers and the Internet 

By 2012, Dr. Ito proposed a new approach to youth learning using new media 
technologies to developed what came to be known connected learning. This theory sustains that 
the process of learning in adolescents happens following two main tenets. It is interest driven and 
it requires peer support. 



ARENAS Connected Learning Activities at the Library              5 
        

The most notable example of the theory started in Chicago with the development 
of the YOUMedia project. Youth were “encouraged to socialize, explore, and learn all in the 
same space” (Bannon, 2012) YOUMedia demonstrated the importance of the social aspect of 
learning for young adults. It became a space where children could talk and share with other 
people what they were learning. A place to explore new ideas while having fun. The same 
project has been translated to other cities and its interest has grown among libraries (Santiago, 
2012). 

Although there seems to be an increasing interest on creating programs based on 
connected learning, there is still a lot of work to do to attract this young population that has been 
reluctant for a long time to the use of libraries, beyond school requirements (Agosto 2016). 
Changes in perception -from librarians and adolescents- must happen for these services to 
flourish.  

Additionally, this is a process that connects other elements of the community, like 
businesses, volunteers, and mentors (Peyton, 2018). It also tackles the issue of a more inclusive 
library by opening the door to different people’s background, cultures, skills, and interests to 
share a space and interact (Bilandzic, 2016; Subramaniam, 2018) 

Research in education has shown that informal settings and self directed programs 
are more attractive to teenagers than traditional learning methods (Barrett, 2018). The potential 
of informal learning is that it is applicable to any area of knowledge. It can be applied in STEM 
programs, art projects, social activism… the possibilities are varied and far reaching (Dixon 
2017). However, as fascinating as it may sound, it needs a lot of planning and it still requires a 
lot of research on determining the critical variables (Battelle 2018) and the handling, not only of 
the cost, but the fast change of technologies. Most importantly, it needs library staff willing to 
keep up with new trends and possibilities (Brophy, 2007). Libraries need to evolve as fast as 
adolescents do. 

Connected learning as an emerging model has been studied under different lenses. 
Ito (2009), for instance, analized teens involvement and learning process, as mentioned above, 
using new media. Gutierrez (2010) centered his research on sociocultural aspects related with 
language and diversity in the “third place” or zones of development. Similar theories have been 
studied like the expansive learning by Engestrom (2010). In short, all these approaches tend to 
focus on the need to provide young adults of a safe place where they can develop their curiosity 
and inquisitive minds, tinker, fail, and retry, surrounded by peers to share their experiences and 
challenges, as well as helping tutors that would provide them an encouraging environment and 
that would let them explore at their own pace and interest. 

According to Maul, “new technological infrastructures have made it possible for 
young people to discover and develop an ever-widening array of interests and to connect to 
others who share their interest and engage in a range of activities”(3) This last aspect is 
particularly relevant. Nowadays, people can find others that share their same interests in a variety 



ARENAS Connected Learning Activities at the Library              6 
        

of settings. Young adults may, by using these informal learning activities, interact with peers in 
multiples networks online and offline.  

Hypothesis 
Our hypothesis is centered on the idea that connected learning programs attract teenagers to the 
library beyond their traditional school requirements because it offers them the possibility of 
learning on their own terms in an informal setting. Being outside of pre established curricula, 
adolescentes will feel free to discover and share their findings and challenges. Libraries which 
start such programs will notice that young adults, who haven’t been frequent users in the past, 
will be spending more time at the library interacting with their peers and staff, exploring and 
participating in activities, checking out materials, and sharing their library experiences either 
face-to-face or online. 

Research Design/Methodology 

Target Subjects 
The research will be conducted by collecting data from students between the ages of 13 and 18 
attending private and public schools in the same city. Both educational institutions are located 
close to the library that will start the connected learning programs. The data collected will be 
obtained at 2 different stages. The first set will be collected before the programs start, to 
determine the baseline in regards to the use and the attitudes of the young adults towards the 
library. The second set of data will be collected 6 months after the informal learning activities 
have been implemented. This research will be done during the school year to avoid the variations 
that summer vacation may provoke. 

Before initiating any survey, a consent form will be sent to the children’s parents 
to allow the young adults to participate in the research. Non identifiable personal information 
will be requested 

Connected Learning Programs 

The teen area will be prepared to have three connected programs, 2 days a week 
for each for a period of 2 hours each day. The programs will use a separated area within the 
library known as the Teen Space. Furniture and computers that the library currently has or can 
obtain with a low budget will be dedicated to this space. Specific equipment and tools for each 
program, will be set in named boxes organized separately in a common closet located  inside the 
Teen Space. The purpose of three different set of activities is to provide a broader range of 
possibilities in order to cover different type of interests and eliminate the topic as a variable 
affecting the results in this research. There is a concern that if the study is based only in only one 
area, STEM subjects for instance, we could be discouraging individuals with other interests. For 
that reason, the research will be based in three broad knowledge areas to cover a wide variety of 
interests:  
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1. Technology and Computing: For this one we’ll set an Arduino program in 
place. The purpose of this program is to provide young adults a place to tinker with 
electronics, to create useful gadgets, and to learn basic computer coding.  

2. Art Program: It will cover “conventional” drawing and design, as well as 
digital art possibilities. Basic graphic design concepts and the use of a creative suite 
programs -mostly open source software- will be fostered 

3. Language and expression: It is intended as a forum for adolescents to 
express themselves by writing, reading, and sharing. It may include short stories, poetry, 
songwriting, and/or rap or any performance style. 

Ideally, these three activities may combine to enrich and complement each other. 
However, it is the target population’s decision to make it happen.  
A total of six mentors will cover all programs, that can be librarians and/or a members of the 
community. These mentors can alternate on the days they will show up for the programs. For the 
purpose of this study, we’ll choose three females and three males with the expectation that the 
subjects will prefer having different genders as facilitators.  

This research will be done in an urban area. Both educational institutions selected 
for this study have a library for their enrolled students. Additionally, the public library, where the 
research will be conducted, is the closest public library for both schools. It is assumed that public 
transportation is also available during library open hours. 
 
The investigation will need the cooperation of both schools in order to provide the surveys to all 
the subjects within the age range stipulated. Arrangements will be made to allow students to 
complete the questionnaires in class. Nonetheless, filling out the questionnaires is not mandatory 
and they can deliver them at school in sealed envelopes or at the library. For this research, we are 
considering a ratio of 1:4, an adequate number of surveys filled in the case of the public school 
students, and 1:8 for the private one. The reason for this approach is because public institutions 
tend to have a larger, more diversified population compared to private institutions, hence we may 
need less individuals from private schools than public ones in order to have a representative 
sample for the study. 
 
There will be six facilitators, which are members of the same community, during program hours. 
Those mentors will contribute with basic knowledge of electronics, computer programming, 
digital art software, and language arts. 

Research Strategy 

The present study will be inductive in nature. Through the data collected from one 
library, we will search for patterns to derive limited generalizations that could be applicable to 
other instances.  
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It is important to keep in mind that the data that will be obtained through this 
research is intended to reflect the behavior of teen users of the public library and not of the 
general adolescent population. However, as the study progresses, teens users may entice other 
adolescents -who haven’t come to the library before- to get involved in the activities. 

Although, abductive could be a possibility for determining the motives of the 
adolescents behaviors, the study will mainly focus on collecting data inside the library rather 
than investigating external social factors. Hence the reason for including a private and a public 
school population for this investigation. By doing this, it is our intention to work with a sample 
that offers an ample array of backgrounds and socio-economic groups to obtain general 
conclusions.  

Research Data Gathering 

The study will collect quantitative and qualitative data and it is going to include 
primary and secondary data. As primary data, surveys will be delivered to teenagers at school 
and collected by school personnel in sealed envelopes or through a mailbox at the library. On 
those self-administered questionnaires, individuals will be asked to report their basic 
demographic information, as well as behaviors and attitudes towards the library. All surveys 
collected will be processed and tabulated by the researcher herself. Additionally, the researcher 
will be making direct observations in the teen area at the library, where the connected learning 
activity will be set, in order to distinguish if there is any change on communication and behavior 
in the group before and after the implementation of the program.   

This research will also work with secondary data obtained by librarians 
themselves. Librarians will be asked to take note of what they see in regards to the adolescents 
behaviors at the library. Few guidelines will be provided, although it is basically a qualitative 
approach. The data will be obtained in the form of interviews to the librarians. One month before 
the start of the program, they will be asked to observe in detail the teenagers behavior in the teen 
area. After that month, and just prior to the beginning of the activity, librarians will be 
interviewed on their observations by the researcher. Six months after the program starts, they 
will be interviewed again. This portion of the investigation will allow the researcher not only to 
increase the amount of information necessary to conduct this investigation, but it will also give a 
qualitative measure of some characteristics of the environment in which teenagers activities are 
going to be performed as well as the attitude of the staff during that period.  

Data gathering will also include, number of library visitors -by a counter at the 
door and signup sheets at the teen Space- circulation numbers of general young adult 
publications, and materials related with the activities -arduino, coding, electronics, art, and 
poetry- before and after the 6 months period. Additionally, during the time between surveys, the 
researcher will make direct observations on the behavior of the subjects while at the library. 
These observations may include interactions with peers, staff, facilitators, and communications 
with others by using the library social media platforms to share experiences.  
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There will be a third survey to teachers and school librarians by the end of the 
research to gather their impressions if some subjects’ attitudes at school, and specifically school 
library, have changed after the program started. This secondary data will be used only to extract 
some qualitative conclusions in regards to subjects’ social interactions as well as to see if their 
interest on related topics extends outside the public library. This particular aspect may shed some 
light on the process of networking by reviewing how the experience in a public library setting 
may be exported outside of it to continue and expand the learning process. 

Finally, to complement observations, facilitators will be interviewed by the end of 
the sixth month to provide their input in regards to adolescents behaviors and attitudes toward 
the program and the library itself. The purpose is to learn from them the positive aspects as well 
as the drawbacks they saw with these particular connected learning experiences. Their input will 
be important for the library to learn more about the adolescents’ interests and develop more 
targeted programs for them in the future. 

In short, the success of the research is based on a broad range of data collected 
from different fronts which, at the same time, will allow the public library obtain the information 
needed to decide how to choose activities that spark adolescents interest and involvement.  

Anticipated Results 

Based on the experiences of Ito and many other researchers, it is expected that the 
development of activities based in connected learning will motivate teenagers to visit the library 
more frequently. We expect to see an increasing engagement in developing new gadgets, explore 
technical possibilities of Arduino, as well as create visual and language art pieces. We also 
expect adolescents to share their experiences with their peers at the library, school, and by social 
media. It is our postulation that the young-adults will have, after the first six months, a change in 
attitude and interest towards the library and a noticeable effort to convince others to visit the 
library as well. However, and most importantly, we hope to see a new understanding of what the 
library has to offer to young-adults. We expect to see how connecting young people with similar 
interests may help them find a voice of their own within its walls and show them ways to 
socialize with their peers while learning in a respecting and creative environment.  
 
If the library can offer adolescents a safe place to explore and socialize, away from structured, 
hierarchical ecologies, they will come more often and provide new ideas of their own for future 
programs, as well as suggestions for the current ones. They will do more research and learning 
on topics of their interest at the library, which may translate in an increase of checkout materials. 
They will also share their experiences with others enticing them to come to the programs. By 
doing that, these young adults will become the best promoters of the library. This is the 
involvement we expect to see during the study.  

Limitations of the Study 
Connected learning is not a complete planned program. It is intrinsically flexible. This add a 
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certain level of uncertainty as how the activities will evolve at the library. Therefore, the 
unbiased and deep observations of the researcher are going to be critically important for this 
project.  

There is an additional caveat on this research. It is primarily focused on 
measuring the increased interaction of current teens users in the public library. However, as the 
study develops, one of the expectations is that these teenagers will promote and talk about the 
activities with other teens, not only at the library but outside of it. Probably even outside their 
school group. If that happens, the data obtained after the six-month period will show numbers 
that include adolescents who do not belong to the two educational institutions population 
originally targeted for the study. Additionally, the program will be open to the public, which 
means that it will accept individuals that come from other areas, as well as homeschooled 
children. Somehow, the results obtained from this study may also reflect a change in the non 
current public library teen users as well.   

The study will be based on one particular area in one city. Extrapolating 
generalizations could present limitations. Additionally, this research will use secondary data. 
Although this may be extremely valuable, it is going to be difficult to eliminate or even discover 
if there is any bias on the answers obtained. 

We are assuming that, all other aspects equal, the measure of an increase in 
checkout materials is a consequence of the increased involvement of teenagers at the library. As 
for privacy reasons we won’t be able to determine who are checking out those materials. This is 
a premise that we won’t be able to corroborate directly but only by using subjects’ survey 
answers. 

As for social media involvement, the library will try to promote its own social 
presence in an effort to have teens in the study to comment on those library pages. We won’t 
intend to track adolescents personal social media which will leave us to rely more on their 
interviews than in direct observations. 

Added to the above, we are not studying the effects of personality traits as well as 
social factors involving their communities and families’ dynamics. As we mentioned above, this 
do not intend to be an abductive research. 

Additional comments 

The research is trying to prove that connected learning activities increase 
teenagers’s use of the library and create a broader network for them to interact. However, it is a 
hard, long process. First of all, it requires a strong commitment from the library staff to maintain 
the program. This implies time, some expertise in the topics, and lots of patience. There has been 
some biased, stereotyped views in the past as of how teens behave and how strict librarians can 
be. Engaging teenagers is a delicate process and it has to be understood that adolescents should 
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have room to improvise. They need to have the freedom to express themselves and also time to 
understand this new environment created for them at the library. It doesn’t mean that there are 
not going to be ground rules. What it means is flexibility which in occasions can be a hard 
concept to grasp. Mentors also have to commit to support the effort. Their continuous support is 
indispensable. Once the young adults are involved, they will need advise and a sympathetic adult 
friend to advise them with their projects. Young adults need figures that may help them figure 
out their own future.  
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Addenda 

Sample Questions for Survey Prior to Start of Program 
Personal Information 
Name of School 
Gender 
Year of Birth 

Frequency of School Library Use 
Several times a week 
Once a week 
Once a month 
Almost Never 

Frequency of Public Library Use 
Several times a week 
Once a week 
Once a month 
Almost Never 

How many books and other materials do you check out at your School Library per month 
None 
Less than 3 
Less than 10 

How many books and other materials do you check out at your Public Library per month 
None 
Less than 3 
Less than 10 

Reason to Visit the Public Library 
To check out materials 
To hangout with friends 
To read 
To use the computers 
To do homework 
Other 

If you don’t use the Public Library, please tell us why 
It’s boring 
I don’t have anything to do 
My friends don’t like to go 
I don’t need to use it 
I don’t feel welcome 
Other 

Do you visit the Public Library website 

Do you visit the Public Library social media outlets 



ARENAS Connected Learning Activities at the Library              18 
        

Tell us an activity you enjoy doing 

 

 

 

 


